ruled the tent and played a major role in the tribal education of her children. She also wore no face veil and had great personal freedom within the tribal encampment, whose open tents were conducive to easy converse among men and women. Women had full responsibility for the camp during the frequent absences of the men for warring or trading. They were responsible for making, repairing, and moving the tents; for milking goats and camels; and for participating in major tribal decisions, including those concerning Koranic schooling for male and female children. Names of women Koranic teachers, marabouts (mystic holy leaders), traditional healers, and scholars are part of the Sahrawi oral heritage.5
Women not only sustained Sahrawi culture but they actively resisted foreign invaders as well. 6 Mohamed Sidi Brahim Bassir (Bassiri) founded the movement for the liberation of Saguia el Hamra and Rio de Oro in 1968 after returning to the Spanish Sahara, via Morocco, following completion of studies in the Middle East, Egypt, and Syria. The Polisario Front commemorates yearly the June 17, 1970, demonstration at Zemla; the Front claims Bassiri's movement as precursor to the Polisario Front. In June 1987, a daylong celebration in the Sahrawi refugee camps included exhibits of student work, a soccer match, and a four-hour program during which awards were given to various school groups by visiting dignitaries.
7 Miske discusses some of the earlier efforts to protest Spanish occupation and to decolonize the Sahara (124-30).
8 Sahrawis were involved in the liberation struggle in Mauritania prior to that nation's independence. There were several massacres at Zouerate. See ibid., 134-38.
Shortly after this attack, Polisario Front leaders began clandestine schools for women and asked them to join the movement. Some of the women who joined were high school students in El Aiun, the Western Sahara's major city and capital. Others were from nomad camps, from Sahrawi exile settlements in Algeria, Morocco, or Mauritania, and from the other major towns of the Western Sahara.9 Many of the women's early activities in the Front were conventional: urging husbands to join, providing shelter for Sahrawi Popular Liberation Army (SPLA) members, fashioning goatskin canteens, making uniforms and saddles for the SPLA, and contributing jewelry and other resources (often livestock) to aid the struggle. As Front committees were expanded throughout the Western Sahara and in exile settlements of Sahrawis in other countries, women actively aided the organization and recruited members. 30 The actual number of women elected is known only to a few Sahrawis because of security reasons and fear of reprisals against Sahrawis in the occupied territory, who hold twenty seats. Some of those holding these seats are said to be women. 31 Tami Hultman, an editor for Africa News and the first American journalist to cover the camps and Sahrawi resistance, was in the refugee camps in 1976 and reported on the flight from the Western Sahara and the early conditions of the camps in an article she did ("A Nation of Refugees: Western Sahara," Response 9, no. 3 [March 1977]: 4-7, 42), which substantiates the brutality of the invasion and the bombing of refugee fled, the hammada (flat, rocky plain) of Algeria, was inhospitable. In 1976 water had to be trucked in for most of the refugees, as there were only one or two wells. In the early days there was not enough food and there was no medicine to care for the ill. The refugees, especially the children, had been traumatized by homelessness, hunger, thirst, and air attacks before their arrival in Algeria.32
Since most of the men were fighting, the women, following Sahrawi tradition, maintained the camps. Many of the Sahrawi women refugees had not been nomads but had lived in town and were completely unprepared for camp life in the desert. Even for the women nomads, the needs of a population settled permanently in refugee camps (some 50,000 in 1976; 75,000 in 1978; and some 165,000 in 1990) were very different from traditional nomadic camps of smaller numbers and itinerant custom. The most pressing needs were to protect the camps from enemy attack and to provide the population with food, shelter, and clothing. Camp organizers also needed to train the women refugees for the new tasks they had to assume in health and sanitation, education, and child care and had to bring about major changes in living patterns in the population (inoculations for children, sanitary procedures required for large groups of people living together, dietary changes because herds were decimated and there was no access to the Atlantic Ocean for fish, etc.). An essentially illiterate group of women (in 1975 Sahrawi women's illiteracy was estimated to be between 98 percent and 99 percent) took on these activities.
As awareness grew abroad of the plight of the refugees, the Red Crescent from Algeria and other international humanitarian groups with offices in Algeria or in Europe made some supplies available to the camps. Coordination of relief activities was undertaken by the Sahrawi Red Crescent. Front and NUSW leaders, mostly women, erected tents, distributed food and clothing, and organized visits by doctors and other medical personnel.
The tents were grouped into friq and made part of larger units, the daira and wilaya. To ensure that no one was overlooked, each friq was divided into groups of eleven or twelve persons, who selected a leader. Names of familiar towns and regions in the Western Sahara were given to the dairat and wilayat. At the start three wilayat bore the names of major towns in the Western Sahara: El Aiun, Smara, and Dakhla; later Ausserd was appropriated as well. 32 Lippert, The Sahrawi Refugees (n. 18 above), and "Emergence or Submergence of a Potential State" (n. 9 above).
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To run the camps, Front and NUSW leaders established committees on literacy and children's education, health, sanitation, crafts, supplies, and arts. All healthy members of the camps joined a committee. Most members and heads of committees were (and are) women. (As the numbers in the camps increased and conditions changed, the committee structure was refined. Today there are five committees: preschool education, health, supplies, production, and justice.) Some women were selected to serve as the presidents of their dairat and as heads of committees of the dairat and wilayat. As Sahrawi leaders from the popular councils of the dairat and wilayat (under the direction of the Sahrawi Red Crescent) began to provide training in nutrition, health care, and sanitation, they placed particular importance on prenatal and postnatal care programs, necessary if the Sahrawi people were to survive.
By 1977 a number of young Sahrawi women had been sent for brief nurses' training programs in Algeria and other countries and had returned to staff hospitals and clinics being constructed through women's "popular campaigns," in which women built the dugout dispensaries and made bricks for hospitals and health centers. Women who completed the training returned to the camps as nurses. A small number of women were sent to Cuba, Nicaragua, Algeria, and Spain for training in other health professions. By 1987 there was a Sahrawi woman gynecologist and a woman dentist. By 1989 Sahrawi women served as nurses, doctors, practical nurses, technicians, cooks, and cleaning personnel in the health structures within the camps. They attended health care workshops in the camps led by Sahrawi doctors as part of an ongoing staff development program, and began to teach nutrition and hygiene to women through the health committees. Today, every member of every tent is visited daily so health care problems do not escalate. Great groups of women using small push carts clean the camp areas of refuse. Areas are set aside for animals, and toilet areas are designated. All young children are inoculated. Children, pregnant women, and nursing mothers are provided with food supplements. In short, an essentially illiterate group of women, unaccustomed to modern health and sanitation methods and practices, has totally changed its life-style and has trained itself on all levels of health service.
The education of the Sahrawi woman always was a goal of the Polisario Front and of the NUSW. Only about six Sahrawi women in the Western Sahara had any secondary-school education prior to the conflict and most of these had not completed high school. Most Sahrawi women only spoke the Sahrawi dialect Hassania and could not read or write Arabic or a European language. In the refugee camps, the six women who had attended high school were sent for further education abroad, and the several dozen women who had attended elementary school were sent to high school. Literacy campaigns began immediately for the adult female population of the camps; schools were set up in tents. Mothers brought their children along as they learned to read and write Arabic. Preschools and elementary schools were established in the dairat and boarding high schools for girls and boys were established in the wilayat. At first most of the teachers were young boys. As women completed their schooling (in the camps, abroad, or both) they replaced the male teachers. By 1982 those few women students who had been sent to Algeria, England, Panama, Spain, and various Latin American countries for extended schooling had returned. In 1988 over 64 percent of the teaching staff in the dairat and wilayat were women; those percentages have continued to increase. When Sahrawi women state that the Polisario Front has educated them, they mean it literally. The Front began clandestine schools for women just after its founding in 1973. Schooling for women has continued to be a priority over the years because the liberation/education of the Sahrawi women has been a key Polisario strategy to achieve societal cohesion among the several tribal groups and across all age groups. 
